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Why GAO Convened 

This Forum What Participants Said 



The Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) — now in its 20 th year — 
calls for the full participation of 
individuals with disabilities in 
society, including the workforce. 
Yet, many barriers exist that may 
prevent them from staying 
connected or returning to 
employment. For instance, 
eligibility requirements for 
receiving public disability benefits 
or health coverage are not always 
consistent with helping to keep 
individuals at work or facilitating 
their return. Also, employers may 
not know how to accommodate 
employees with disabilities or may 
lack financial incentives to do so. 

GAO convened a forum on March 
16, 2010, to explore policy options 
and actions that could be taken to 
help adults with a current or past 
work history improve their 
participation in the workforce. 
Participants included experts and 
officials representing a variety of 
views. Prior to the forum, GAO 
surveyed a larger group of experts 
to help inform the discussion. 
Comments expressed during the 
forum or on the survey do not 
necessarily represent the views of 
all participants, the organizations 
they represent, or GAO. 

Although GAO is not making 
recommendations, based on our 
prior work and consistent with a 
past GAO proposal to Congress, 
GAO agrees with forum 
participants that strong federal 
leadership is essential for achieving 
the level of coordination required 
to effectively leverage resources to 
improve work participation for 
Americans with disabilities. 

View GAO-1 0-81 2SP or key components. 
For more information, contact Daniel Bertoni 
at (202) 512-7215 or bertonid@gao.gov. 



From the policy options identified through two surveys and discussions at a 1- 
day forum, participants prioritized the following actions for improving work 
outcomes at three levels: individual, employer, and federal. 

Individual: Participants articulated a key underlying principle for increasing 
work participation — improve incentives for individuals with disabilities to 
work while strengthening necessary services and supports. Participants 
generally agreed that a more coordinated system of programs and benefits is 
needed to encourage individuals to work and remove the structural barriers 
that can jeopardize the services and supports they depend on. They also noted 
that an increased emphasis on benefits counselors could be useful in helping 
individuals coordinate the services they receive. However, participants 
cautioned that any new approaches should be structured to avoid unintended 
consequences, such as adversely affecting those who cannot work or have yet 
to enter the workforce. 

Employer: Participants focused on two proposed actions to further engage 
and encourage employers in helping individuals with disabilities keep their 
jobs or return to work. The first involved creating a well-structured 
information campaign to educate employers about the benefits of keeping 
employees with disabilities at work or helping them return to work. This 
campaign would include information about the financial benefits of retaining 
these employees, as well as narratives from companies who have been 
successful in doing so. Participants emphasized the importance of 
disseminating information through a variety of media outlets and involving the 
disability and business communities in the process of developing the 
campaign. The second action involved enhancing incentives for employers to 
keep or return individuals to work by increasing their responsibility for some 
of the long-term costs of disability. This could be done either by requiring 
employers to directly finance extended disability benefits for their employees 
or by adjusting employers’ payroll taxes based on their success at keeping 
employees in the workforce. Ideally, both actions would motivate employers 
to increase their use of services and practices that proactively address 
potentially disabling conditions and reintroduce individuals to the workplace. 

Federal: To address the actions proposed above, or other broad policy 
options, participants agreed that a federal coordinating entity is needed to 
focus and align efforts across numerous federal agencies and programs that 
play a role in supporting individuals with disabilities. They noted that to be 
effective, interagency efforts would need strong support from the White 
House; and to ensure legitimacy, a coordinating entity would need 
representation from the disability community. Participants also suggested that 
the federal government could do more to serve as a model employer of 
individuals with disabilities and that more research is needed on hiring 
practices and retention levels of individuals with disabilities within the federal 
workforce. 
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ADA 

ACS 

RTW 

SAW 

SSA 

SSDI 

SSI 

Ticket to 
Work Program 
VR 
VR&E 
WIA 
WIPA 



Americans with Disabilities Act 
American Community Survey 
return-to-work 
stay-at-work 

Social Security Administration 

Social Security Disability Insurance 

Social Security Income 

Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program 

Vocational Rehabilitation 

Vocational Rehabilitation and Education 

Workforce Investment Act 

Work Incentives Planning and Assistance 
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Introduction 



This year marks the 20th anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act of 1990 (ADA) — a landmark piece of civil rights legislation that 
promotes access and opportunity for millions of Americans with 
disabilities and calls for their full participation in society, including in the 
workforce. Nevertheless, despite the promises and hope ignited by the 
ADA, parity in workforce participation for Americans with disabilities has 
remained elusive. Most telling, the unemployment rate of individuals with 
disabilities seeking work remains well above those without disabilities, 
and the gap has widened further in recent years. 1 

The reasons why workers with disabilities continue to face the possibility 
of losing their jobs or being unable to return to the workforce are many 
and complex. In addition to challenges resulting directly from their health 
conditions, individuals may have trouble obtaining employment services 
such as job counseling or training to help them stay in their current job or 
find a new one. Limited access to health care or other financial supports 
may also make it challenging for individuals to manage their disabilities 
and maintain their connection to the workforce. Additionally, improving 
work participation for individuals with disabilities can be challenging 
because, beyond individuals themselves, numerous stakeholders — 
including employers, health care providers and various federal, state, and 
local programs — play an important role in the process. Each of these 
stakeholder groups may either lack information relevant to their role — 
such as recommended actions for helping the individual stay employed 
and the costs and benefits of those actions — or may lack financial 
incentives to take on that role. 

The complexity of these and other challenges related to improving work 
participation is a major reason why GAO placed modernizing federal 
disability programs on its high-risk list in 2003. 2 Progress toward greater 
work participation has remained difficult in part because the United States 
has a patchwork of disability programs — developed individually over 
many years — but lacks a unified set of national goals that guide 
coordination among programs or contribute to measuring desired 
outcomes. Specifically, our past work has identified 20 federal agencies 
and almost 200 programs that provide a wide range of assistance — 



(According to Bureau of Labor Statistics labor force data from the Current Population 
Survey. 

2 See GAO, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO-09-271 (Washington, D.C.: January 2009). 
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